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politics; if it was not literature, it was more than journalism;
if it was not history, it was more than propaganda. It is much
too easy for us who live in an age of crises which have laid bare,
for even clever men to see, the weakness of the foundations of
our own society to criticize the Victorian achievement.

The characteristic Victorian writers and historians (to name
such uncharacteristic exceptions as Disraeli, the Brontes, Samuel
Butler, and Oscar Wilde is to prove the point) wrote and
preached under the influence of the theories of the enlighten-
ment and the newer doctrines of Darwin and Huxley. This,
in some part, explains their attitude to poverty, sex, crime, and
Conservatism. Since men were naturally good and society was
free and fluid, and since it was a scientific fact that progress
had accompanied reform, society must therefore be good, and
the manifest evils of poverty and immorality and political
obscurantism must be the responsibility not of society but of
the individuals concerned. And they must find their Nemesis
in the working out of natural laws. The purpose of Victorian
Liberalism (which spread to both political parties) was to allow
free play to man's natural (and naturally superb) intelligence.
The object of the Victorian Poor Law was not to relieve
poverty but to emphasize it in all its stark reality. The purpose
of Victorian Puritanism was not to punish excess or to suppress
sex. Its purpose was to reflect and harmonize life with an
order of nature in which self-indulgence was as unnatural as
suicide. Here again Victorian energy and character were
matched with fortune. The Victorian economic system could
subsidize early marriages and maintain large families. Vic-
torian rigidity never mounted or descended in the social scale.
It remained, like its age, essentially middle class; but within
its limits, and they were wide, it was more of a reality than
cynics pretend. The swift descent into the comparative licence
of our own day is due in part to the collapse of Victorian
economics and the revolt from Victorian Liberalism; more
largely, to other equally natural causes.

The great Victorians sprang from stocks long denied a theatre
for the display of their abilities, which, as the result of the
industrial revolution, found the greatest opportunities suddenly
open to them. Seen from this angle Victorian energy and